Anyone who doubts the power of commercial advertising need only observe the faces of adults and children watching ads on television every day. We are attracted and then mesmerized by advertisements, attending to them again and again despite our complaints about their invasion of our favorite programs. Ads appear on billboards, on buses, and in newspapers, magazines, and scientific journals. It is nearly impossible to go through a day and not be exposed to commercial influences.
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The advertising industry is filled with creative, welltrained individuals who have scientifically dissected our needs, fears, and desires. They tailor their messages to manipulate our choices toward the products and services of their clients. They do so because their success is dependent on their ability to change behavior in human beings. Those of us trying to provide guidance to families with infants and young children are often frustrated by the ability of marketing firms to identify the best tools and messages that result in behaviors that are apparently opposed to our efforts. With skyrocketing rates of global obesity, child health and nutrition professionals have joined us in voicing concerns about the influence of marketing on the diets of children.
While there is no question that marketing practices affect decision making, advertisements cannot be viewed as the only factor limiting efforts to increase exclusive breastfeeding. Without accurate information and skilled support, breastfeeding can be initially confusing and painful. When questions go unanswered and concerns are not addressed, women may perceive that pain and difficulty are intrinsic to breastfeeding rather than a result of mismanagement. Mothers will share their experiences with others. The passage of "horror" stories from woman to woman can be a powerful barrier to increasing community breastfeeding rates. Women's insecurities about milk volume and their own ability to nurture their infants can result in family members and health professionals providing the "solution" through the use of artificial feeds. Without sufficient skilled support for women in the early postpartum period, removal of marketing will do little to help women overcome these barriers. Any efforts to improve breastfeeding rates must include steps to ensure that sufficient support is available to families who need it.
As breastfeeding advocates, it behooves us to have the same familiarity with our clients' needs, fears, and desires as the industry representatives. Behavioral research can play an important role in this process. The more we know about our clients' motivations and beliefs, the more we are able to effectively intervene. Obviously, the resources of health ministries and departments are paltry in comparison with those of industry groups, but model programs and targeted research efforts may help us identify the most costeffective methods to assist mothers. Furthermore, we can take a closer look at how women are specifically affected by advertising messages. If we make the effort to share our progress and pitfalls, we can learn a great deal even with limited resources.
The growing concerns about food advertisements targeted to young children offer an opportunity to raise public awareness that these issues arise long before children are watching Saturday morning cartoons on television. We must be cautious that we do not rely solely on the marketing reform as our means to improve child nutrition. Resources will be needed for research, education, and support. With a broad-based approach, we can go a long way in combating negative marketing influences on infant-and child-feeding practices.
